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"VINCENT ZANDRI IS ONE of the most acclaimed thriller writers working today!" 

—Publishers Weekly

“Zandri (is) a veteran wordsmith who executes quality and quantity at superlative levels.” 

—Book Reporter

"The story of Vincent Zandri is the story of our times."

—Business Insider

"Vincent Zandri hails from the future."

—The New York Times

“Sensational . . . masterful . . . brilliant.”

—New York Post 

"...big time author..." 

—Digital Journal

“. . . Oh, what a story it is . . . Riveting . . . A terrific old-school thriller.”

—Booklist “Starred Review”

“Zandri does a fantastic job with this story. Not only does he scare the reader, but the horror 

show he presents also scares the man who is the definition of the word “tough.”

—Suspense Magazine

“(The Innocent) is a thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”

—The Times-Union (Albany)

"The action never wanes." 

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

"Gritty, fast-paced, lyrical and haunting." 

—Harlan Coben, New York Times bestselling author of Six Years

"Tough, stylish, heartbreaking." 

—Don Winslow, New York Times bestselling author of Savages and Cartel.

“A tightly crafted, smart, disturbing, elegantly crafted complex thriller . . . I dare you to start it and not keep reading.”

—MJ Rose, New York Times bestselling author of Halo Effect and Closure 

“A classic slice of raw pulp noir . . .”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob
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A Chase Baker Thriller

Vincent Zandri

“Did Nazi scientists, eager to devise a weapon that could throw back advancing Allied armies, create a time-traveling UFO to win World War II?”

― Popular Mechanics
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Machu Picchu

Peru

Present Day 

This is the dark side of Machu Picchu. The side no one ever sees. There are no tourists here, and no college students studying ancient architecture, because there is no ancient architecture to be seen. It’s all buried in a dense jungle and the many bones of the dead. 

The climb up the backside of this mountain is as steep as it is treacherous. It’s pulse-pounding difficult even for a middle-aged man who still jogs two miles per day and then hits the free weights room for an hour. And did I mention the seven, two-minute rounds on the heavy bag? After all, in my business, you need to punch bad men in the face on occasion. It pays to have hard hands and knuckles.  

We climb at a rapid pace. Rapid for me, anyway. If it’s not the slippery, root-exposed, uneven ground that can cause you to trip and faceplant, it’s the spiders, snakes, and the ever-elusive black panther that will certainly cause your demise. Imagine getting this far into the climb only to be eaten alive by a wild animal? 

Maybe I’m being overly dramatic. In other words, I guess we could have taken the easy way up the most famous mountain in South America, and hitched a ride on one of the many tourist busses that visit the famous site daily. Still, the treasure we’re seeking out is said to be located all the way on the opposite, unexplored, and unexcavated side. It means we have no choice but to bushwhack our way up the mountain whether we like it or not. 

“Cave not much further,” says my Quechua guide, Roberto, who I refer to simply as “Bob.” 

He’s short. Shorter than me anyway. Maybe five feet three or four but built like a brick shit house, or so the old man used to say, his skin the color dark bronze, his dark eyes wet and striking, and his ability to navigate the thick jungle without stumbling nothing short of amazing. 

He forgoes his traditional Inca gear of colorful pants, a wide-brimmed hat, and a long loose blouse for the more practical army green fatigues, cotton work shirt, and LL Bean hiking boots. He’s got a six-shooter stored on a hip holster and a canvas cowboy hat on his head. He’s also sporting a long ponytail which he keeps out of his way by tying it tightly at the base of his spine with a rubber band. He chews incessantly on coca leaves while he leads the way through the thick, damp jungle in search of a cave that we can’t be sure exists. 

In fact, all we’ve got to go on is a short note Francisco Pizarro jotted down in one of his notebooks in 1540 about a small opening in the deep foliage south of the Machu Picchu settlement, that contains one of the most prized golden Inca treasures known to man: the sundial. 

Many men have searched for the sundial and many men have died trying, or so Bob reminds me constantly. But I tell him that I’m different. Maybe my five-foot-eight-inch body is beaten up and run over more times than a forty-mile stretch of bad road, but when it comes to uncovering what I go after, there’s no better treasure hunter on the planet. 

“Sure you are, Chase Baker,” Bob says over his shoulder. 

I stop and rest my weary bones on a felled log. 

“Hold up a sec, Bob,” I say. “Water break. It’s important to stay hydrated.”

He glances at his watch. 

“Five minutes,” he says, spitting some white mucus onto the leafy ground. “And watch out for red ants. They love rotten logs.” 

I pull my water bottle off a belt that also holds an eight-inch fighting knife and my .45 caliber Kimber semiautomatic. Removing my CAT baseball cap, I run my kerchief over my sweat-soaked scalp and scruffy face. Opening the bottle, I steal a deep drink and pour a little onto my head. The water runs down my face and onto my work shirt, and khaki cargo pants, but it feels cool and good. 

I offer the bottle to Bob. But he shakes his head. 

“It amazes me how little water you need to survive,” I say.

“We are built different you and me, Mr. Baker,” he says pulling some small green coca leaves from one of the pockets on his work shirt and placing them under his lower lip and tongue. “My ancestors discovered the wonders of the coca plant. If you chew on the leaf, you don’t require so much water.” He grins. “You don’t need to pee so much, si?”

“Bob,” I say, stealing another sip of water. “You’re not becoming a junkie on me, are you?”

The guide laughs. In the near distance, we both make out the low, almost disturbing wail of a howler monkey. The leaves on the canopy of trees that block out most of the sun sway and shake. Several small monkeys swing from the branches. They stop long enough to examine us and to see if we have any food they can steal. When they are disappointed to see we don’t have anything to share. They quickly move on. 

“You hear that howler monkey, Mr. Baker?” Bob says. 

“How can I miss it?” I say. 

“It means we’re close to our destination,” he says. 

I stand and return the water bottle to my belt. 

“Party’s over,” I say. 

“The presence of howler monkeys means something else,” Bob says. 

“I’m listening.” 

“The sundial may not be located inside a cave at all,” he says. “But instead, an ancient temple that is yet to be discovered.” 

My pulse picks up and my mouth goes dry at the prospect not only of locating the sundial, but a massive temple that has yet to be found on the dark side of Machu Picchu. Its discovery could make me world-famous and rich beyond my wildest dreams. Or, on the other hand, the Peruvian government will claim the find for themselves and fine us a lot of money for disturbing it. Whatever the case, my blood runs fast knowing we’re about to make history. 

“Bob,” I say, “how about one of those coca leaves?”

The guide reaches into his pocket and hands me three of them. I place them under my tongue and bottom lip. Both go immediately numb while my body feels like it’s been injected with caffeine. 

“Hey, this shit has a real kick,” I say. 

“You have no idea,” Bob says. 

He turns, grips his machete, and heads for the uncharted jungle.
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We climb for another long hour. Correction, the hour doesn’t seem so long thanks to the effects the coca leaves are having on my endocrine system. 

They make me feel like a new man. A younger man. I’ve hunted treasure inside the Amazon Jungle maybe a dozen times before in search of gold goodies and ancient relics. Once, not too long ago, I discovered an ancient flying machine made of gold inside a cave hidden by an almost impenetrable forest. The famous Golden Condor. 

But during all those expeditions, I never partook in the coca leaves my guides were constantly chewing. Why? I was afraid it would lead to something else, like real cocaine for instance. Like the old man used to say, life and the addictions that go with it, can be a slippery slope. Chase the cautious. But how wrong I was. The coca leaves don’t make you feel high or euphoric. They are, quite simply, Mother Nature’s Starbucks, and a hell of a lot cheaper.  

Soon, the noise from the howler monkeys becomes almost deafening. Bob stops and raises his free hand signaling me to stop. 

“They sense our presence, Baker,” he whispers. He draws his six-shooter. “You’ve seen howler monkeys before. They can seem quite docile, despite their constant banter. But the dominant males can be bad hombres when it comes to protecting their territory and their families. Their fangs are four inches long and just a single bite to the neck can cause instant decapitation. And they are stronger and swifter than Mike Tyson in his prime.” 

“You’re just chuck full of good news, Bob,” I say while drawing my .45, and pulling back on the bolt. 

I thumb the safety off, grip the now locked and loaded weapon in my shooting hand. The monkeys are getting louder the closer we come to them. If it weren’t for the relentless jungle, we’d see them up close and personal. Bob swings his machete and cuts away more brush. He moves slowly, but steadily. I feel my heart pulsing against my rib cage. I sense that we’re only a few feet away from the ancient temple. 

Then, the guttural monkey sounds change. We begin to hear growling. We’re that close to them. 

“This is it, Baker,” Bob whispers. “Be ready for anything.” 

He swipes the blade one last time. What he exposes is not only a clearing that contains one of the biggest temples I’ve ever witnessed next to Chichen Iza. He also exposes something far more disturbing. An army of bloodthirsty howler monkeys.
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A swarm of deadly monkeys go on the attack. These aren’t your average cute little simians that jump from tree branch to tree branch and steal your baseball cap. They are as ferocious as they are big. The mature males must be over five feet tall and at least one hundred eighty pounds each. They not only flash their sharp fangs at us, but they are wielding spears. The ferocious beasts are growling and screaming, their eyes wide, their gray-black fur pricked up like they are emitting a kind of deadly electricity. 

“Shoot, Baker, shoot,” Bob barks. “Or they’ll be feasting on our flesh.” 

“You don’t have to tell me that crap twice, Bob,” I answer. 

I take aim and shoot at the monkey who appears to be in the lead. I hit him with a head shot and he goes down at my feet. Bob takes out the monkey right behind him. I shoot until my magazine is empty. Thumbing the mag release, I quickly slap a full magazine in and resume shooting. Between Bob and I, we must put down more than a dozen monkeys. One of them throws his spear at us. It impales the vine and leaf-covered floor in the small space that exists between us. But that’s when more spears are flung at us. 

“The monkeys know that a full-on frontal attack is suicide,” Bob says. 

“That’s why they’re switching to the artillery,” I say as another spear lands directly beside me. 

Too close for comfort. 

“When the first volley is done,” Bob says, “we make one final attack.” 

More spears land and thankfully, miss us. 

“Looks like the first volley is finished,” I say. 

“Let them have it, Baker,” Bob says. “Charge!”

We take the fight directly to the monkeys, both our guns blasting the entire way. I estimate that we kill another dozen in the counterattack. Maybe more. Whatever the count, it’s enough to make the survivors retreat into the thick forest that surrounds the temple. 

When we’re finally alone, Bob turns to me.

“We need to do what we’ve come here to do,” he says. “But we need to make it fast. Those monkeys might have lost the first battle, but they plan on winning the war.”

“I don’t want a war with criminally insane primates,” I say. “I’m running out of bullets.” 

“I’m already out,” Bob says. 

Together we gaze upon the temple. Like Chichen Iza, it’s a massive step pyramid, the front of which contains a staircase that leads to its entry at the structure’s pinnacle. The entire stone monstrosity is covered in vines and vegetation which will make it difficult to climb. It’s exactly how I put it to Bob. 

“What choice do we have, Baker?” he says while removing the machete from his belt. 

“No choice but to start climbing,” I say. 

Bob crosses the clearing and begins ascending the steep stone staircase, cutting and whacking the vegetation that stands in his way. I follow close on his tail, knowing that hundreds of killer monkeys are watching our every move from their hiding places inside the unforgiving jungle. 

Reaching into my bush jacket pocket, I pull out a small sandwich baggy that contains a map that dates back to the 1400s. The map was entrusted to me courtesy of the Albany Institute of History and Art, the organization that’s sponsoring the expedition. Gently pulling the two pieces of map out, I make it whole by joining them together at the torn place. It reveals not a cave, which I originally assumed, but instead, a shaft leading directly to the chamber that, legend has it, contains the sundial. 

“Jesus, Bob,” I say. “I’ve been reading this map the wrong way for months. I assumed I was looking at a horizontal cave when, in fact, I was looking at a vertical, man-made shaft.” 

I flip the map onto its side so that it better reflects a shaft that descends into the base of the pyramid.

“Pizarro might have been one hell of an explorer,” I say. “But he was a real crappy map maker.”  

“We need to watch for booby traps,” Bob says. 

“You don’t need to remind me,” I say. “Booby is my middle name.”

Chase the jokester. 

I take a couple of steps forward so that I’m protected by the old stone canopy. Bending at the knees, I feel around with my leather-gloved fingers for a wood or metal access panel. The floor is covered in several inches of decayed vegetation, which means it takes some effort. But soon, I feel a distinct linear space. I follow the space with the tips of my fingers. It forms a square about four feet long by four feet wide. 

“This is it,” I say. “It’s not an X, but it marks the spot.”

I ask Bob to give me a hand. At my request, Bob sticks the business end of his machete into one of the narrow spaces. He then pulls on the blade so that the panel begins to rise. When one end of the panel is raised far enough, I stick both hands inside and yank on it. The thick wood panel comes away almost too easily, releasing a cloud of ancient air and mist. 

I allow the heavy panel to fall onto the temple floor. 

“How in the world did a wood panel survive all these centuries in the damp jungle?” Bob says. 

“That’s wood from the iron tree,” I say. “It’s the densest wood on the planet. It’s basically stone that somehow grows out of the earth.” 

Pulling a mini-Maglite from my bush jacket pocket, I engage the halogen lamp and shine it into the opening. A stone face appears. It contains a wide, smiling mouth, and big, almond-shaped, almost evil eyes, plus a flat, grotesque nose. Its sudden appearance causes Bob to rear back and issue a slight scream. 

“Easy, Bob,” I say. “It’s made of stone.” 

“That face is the evil God Inti,” he says. “It’s warning us not to enter the temple. Do you understand me, Baker? Its presence means that whoever enters this place, will not come out alive.”

I nod in complete understanding. Bob is Peruvian. He believes in all the ancient myths as much as I believe in a white-bearded God who lives in heaven. It’s in his bones to believe. 

“Tell you what, Bob,” I say. “You stay here.” 

“If you insist, Baker,” he says. “I’ll radio our pilot to prepare the plane.”

I picture the tall, leather bomber jacket and baseball cap-wearing, Jake Cassidy.

“Tell Jake to put a couple of Peruvian beers on ice for us,” I say.  

Returning the map to the plastic bag and to my pocket, I sit down on the stone floor and place my legs into the opening. 

“Here goes nothing, Bob,” I say. “And everything.”
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I slide down a shaft that’s so narrow, that I’m forced to bend myself uncomfortably at the waist. In fact, it will be easier to simply slide down its entire length on my ass. It reminds me of similar shafts you will find in the pyramids in Egypt’s Giza Plateau. The shaft follows the sixty-degree angle of the exterior wall and provides just enough solid footing to make steps useless. Pointing my way with the Maglite, I begin to make my descent, wary of any traps that might threaten to cut me in half at the waist or maybe decapitate me instantly. 

I get maybe twenty feet before I inhale the distinct odor of ammonia gas. The gas comes from the hordes of bats living inside this stone fortress since it was first constructed by the Incas a thousand or more years ago. Hell, maybe two thousand. No one really knows. It’s said that the Amazon Jungle was once the ground zero to hundreds if not thousands of temples just like this one. Millions of people called this area home. Until one day, everyone packed their bags and took off for better horizons. 

Why this happened, no one knows. But the likely answer is that the indigenous peoples either ate themselves out of house and home, or they were decimated by disease thanks to foreign adventurers like my buddy Pizarro. Whatever the case, what replaced humanity was an unrelenting jungle. The treasures yet to be discovered under all these trees, scrub, and soil boggles the mind.  

I continue sliding down the shaft. With each square foot I cover, the temperature is getting warmer, and the air more humid. Soon, my clothing, including my bush jacket, is soaked with sweat. My breathing is growing labored while the gas is making it harder and harder to breathe. But I keep moving anyway. I’m not leaving this place without the sundial. 

Maybe my brain is becoming scrambled due to oxygen deprivation, but I’m not paying attention when I run into a spider web so thick and wide that it drapes the entire shaft. I feel what must be dozens of tarantulas crawling on my body. I’m the first human they’ve ever encountered and like the old saying goes, they are likely more afraid of me than I am of them. But here’s the truth of the matter. I hate spiders. Chase the arachnophobe. Panic seeps into my blood and bones. I wildly slap at the spiders while praying I get rid of them before they bite me with their half-inch-long fangs. 

Even when they’re gone, having scaled the shaft walls to find safety under the cover of the darkness that engulfs the stone ceiling, I can still feel them crawling on me. My skin is tingling, goosebumps covering every inch of flesh. I could turn tail and head back up to the top of the shaft. But quitting isn’t an option. Chase
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